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Abstract 
The information systems (IS) research community continues to raise questions about 
the characteristics and role of theory in IS. Some suggest the preeminence and 
misplaced emphasis on theory distorts and limits IS research, while others suggest the 
manner in which theory is borrowed and adapted impedes creative and innovative 
theorizing. This essay describes an established mode of theorizing that results in middle-
range theories, which are abstract enough to allow for generalizations and useful 
conclusions, but close enough to observed data to be empirically validated. Theorizing in 
this manner holds the potential to produce novel and exciting theories, far removed 
from the formulaic, endless rearrangement of variables that are derived from grand 
theories, typically found in the bulk of IS research. After elaborating on the differences 
between grand theories and middle-range theories, this essay suggests several 
guidelines on how to build middle-range theories. 
Keywords: Information systems theory, middle-range theory, grand theory, concepts, 
propositions, theory construction 
 
Introduction 
Debates about the information systems (IS) field's identity and intellectual core (Benbasat and Zmud 
2003; Gray 2003; King and Lyytinen 2004; Lyytinen and King 2004; Lyytinen and King 2006; Weber 
2003; Weber 2006) have sparked a growing interest within the IS community in building and evaluating 
IS theory (Gregor 2006; Gregor and Jones 2007; Grover et al. 2008; Weber 2012). Questions are being 
raised about the characteristics and role of theory in IS. Do we really have our own native theories (Grover 
et al. 2012; Straub 2012)? How can we enhance theories and theorizing in the IS field (Kuechler and 
Vaishnavi 2012; Mueller and Urbach 2013)? Can the arguably small impact of the IS field—compared to 
other business disciplines (Agarwal and Lucas Jr. 2005)—be attributed to IS theory or lack thereof? Is the 
emphasis on theory to be blamed for this apparent triviality and restrictiveness of IS research? Or do we 
need, as Avison and Malaurent (2014) propose, a lesser emphasis on theory in the form of research that is 
theory light to bring IS out its doldrums? A panel of senior IS researchers at the International Conference 
for Information Systems-Special Interest Group on Philosophy (ICIS-SIGPhil) workshop (Lee 2014; 
Willcocks et al. 2014) discussed this notion of research that is theory light and concluded that theory is 
still "king"; however, much work is still required to engender better theorizing and epistemological 
maturity in research practices. In a provocative article in MIS Quarterly, Grover and Lyytinen (2015) 
suggest that the scripted manner in which IS researchers adapt and borrow from grand theories and their 
abstract constructs results in mid-range theories that are neither original nor exciting. They find at least 
70% of research in MIS Quarterly and Information Systems Research borrowing directly from theories of 
reference disciplines, with minor or no changes in constructs, configurations, or logic. 
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The concerns raised by both Avison and Malaurent (2014) and by Grover and Lyytinen (2015) have to do 
with theory, its characteristics, and role in IS research. They are closely related because the former article 
suggests that the preeminence of theory distorts and limits the research itself; whereas, the latter suggests 
that IS researchers borrow theory too closely, and the manner in which the theory is borrowed impedes 
creative and innovative research. These concerns are also about the relationship between theory and 
empirical data in research, and about the range and scope of theories—both which are superficially 
discussed in the IS field. What are grand theories, and which theories in IS research can be considered 
“grand”? How are or should such theories be adapted if at all into IS research? If strictly following the 
restrictive formulaic research process does not produce original and valued research, how should IS 
research proceed?  
This essay proposes a solution to the IS field’s theoretical doldrums by leveraging a specific mode of 
theorizing that has served all other established disciplines well. Merton (1968) traces this mode of 
theorizing, which results in theories that he terms middle-range, back to Francis Bacon's Novum 
Organum (1620) and Plato (369 BC/1988). After describing the history of middle-range theories in the 
sciences, we distinguish between grand theories and middle-range theories and explain why and how the 
IS field will benefit from middle-range theories. We also describe the link between theory and empirical 
data in research and how such a mode of theorizing will impact current research practices in the IS field. 
So What are Theories Anyway? 
Drawing from Runkel and Runkel (1984), Weick (1995b, p. 386) notes that “theory belongs to the family 
of words that includes guess, speculation, supposition, conjecture, proposition, hypothesis, conception, 
explanation, [and] model.” Thus, he continues, “if everything from a ‘guess’ to a general falsifiable 
explanation has a tinge of theory to it, then it becomes more difficult to separate what theory is from what 
isn’t.” Notwithstanding such difficulties in arriving at an agreed-upon definition for theories, we need to 
establish a tentative definition from which we can build our arguments for middle-range theories. Among 
the most cited definitions is that of Bacharach (1989, p. 496) who defines theory as "a statement of 
relations among concepts within a set of boundary assumptions and constraints. It is no more than a 
linguistic device used to organize a complex empirical world." Stinchcombe (1987) describes this notion of 
theory best when he explains how great researchers invent explanations when they are confronted with 
phenomena and data that they cannot explain. Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, and Karl Marx did not 
develop and test "theories" in the same sense we do today; instead, they worked on explaining the 
occurrence of suicide, growth of capitalism, or class conflict, and as a result, applied a wide variety of 
theoretical strategies. Popper (1959, p. 59) reflects this understanding of theory when he says that 
"theories are nets cast to catch what we call 'the world': to rationalize, to explain, and to master it. We 
endeavor to make the mesh ever finer and finer." These definitions imply that theories consist of related 
propositions or statements. In this sense, unlike facts, which are known truths, theories are conjectural. 
Also, unlike practices or actions, theories are contemplative and abstract. Using such terms, Kaplan 
(1964) defines theories as a system of laws that are being explained, reinterpreted, and reformulated for a 
purpose. Thus, if laws can be defined as generalized propositions, Kaplan's definition is consistent with 
the notion that theories are a closed system of propositions. Dubin (1969) broadens these definitions to 
include any similar terms, such as model that stands for "a closed system from which are generated 
predictions about the nature of man's world—predictions that, when made, the theorist agrees must open 
to some kind of empirical test" (p. 9). All of these definitions agree with Merton's (1968) definition of 
theory as "logically interconnected sets of propositions from which empirical uniformities can be derived" 
(p. 39). 
These definitions provide us with the two main constituents of theory: (1) concepts, and (2) propositions, 
which help clarify what theory is. It is interesting to note that these two constituents are arguably the least 
discussed in the IS field. It is not surprising that the IS field is struggling with theory for there are few in-
depth studies on IS concepts (Markus and Saunders 2007) and IS propositions. For example, Lee and 
Baskerville (2003) lament how IS research restricts itself to statistical, sample-based generalizations 
instead of applying other forms of generalizations such as building propositions that generalize within the 
context, or building empirical propositions from theoretical propositions. 
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What are Concepts? 
Research that theorizes IS concepts and propositions is sorely lacking. This state of affairs is unfortunate 
because the shape of the concepts and propositions determine the constructed theory. As Nobel Laureate 
Sir George Thomson (1961, p. 4) noted:  
[S]cience depends on its concepts. These are the ideas that receive names. They 
determine the questions one asks, and the answer one gets. They are more fundamental 
than the theories, which are stated in terms of them. 
Sartori (1984) defines concepts as the basic unit of thinking and an abstraction of an object of study in the 
same way that Dubin (1969) defines them as units or things about which a science tries to make sense. 
These concepts are given attributes or transformed into variables that end up in the familiar box-arrow 
diagrams. Kaplan (1964) defines them as a family of meanings appropriated for a particular use. They are 
as Kaplan puts it, "important terms of any science [that] are significant because of their semantics . . . 
[reaching] out to the world which gives the science its subject matter" (p. 50). Concepts, therefore, are as 
inseparable from the subject matter of the research field as they are from the theories that they constitute 
(Willer and Webster 1970).  
Kaplan (1964) further defines four types of concepts depending on their level of abstraction: (1) 
observational terms (concepts that are mostly concrete and recognized without complications, e.g., a 
response to a psychometric survey); (2) indirect observables (a concept that requires inference and not 
direct observation; e.g., the concept of perceived usefulness is not observed but inferred from a 
psychometric survey); (3) constructs (invented terms that can neither be directly or indirectly observed 
but may be fully defined on the basis of observables; e.g., the concept of technology acceptance or 
volitional use of technology is a construct that is defined on the basis of indirect observables such as 
perceived usefulness measured by a psychometric survey); and (4) theoretical terms (concepts that 
cannot be in principle defined by observables; in this case, the observables can only mark the occasion for 
its application, and the term itself does not make sense unless it is part of a theory, e.g., system success 
only makes sense in relation to a specific theory that defines what constitutes success). Notwithstanding 
this classification, Kaplan (1964) cautions that the distinction between them may not be so clear, and thus 
they should not be construed ontologically. The classification is instrumentally applied to serve the 
purpose of the inquiry. 
Because of the critical role concepts play in building theory and shaping the subject matter of the 
discipline, many theorists and scholars recommend that research focus on its concepts rather than its 
methods (Bal 2002; Fawcett 1998; Hanson 1958; Hempel 1956; Sartori 1984; Sartori et al. 1975; Schön 
1963; Schutz 1971). By focusing on concepts, the research community will be able to view its work from a 
broader perspective and evaluate the value of their research in light of stakeholder and societal needs. A 
lack of focus on concepts may take researchers down a questionable path, as was the case with the 
technology acceptance model (TAM), which originally sought to improve the understanding of the user 
acceptance process. In particular, TAM was designed "to provide the theoretical basis for a practical 'user 
acceptance test methodology” (Davis 1986, p. 2), commonly performed at the end of the systems 
development life cycle. As a result of adapting the Fishbein and Ajzen (1977) attitude and belief model, the 
study's goal morphed into finding better measures for predicting and explaining system use. At the same 
time, references were also made towards developing improved measures for assessing systems quality 
(Davis 1989). Already three arguably distinct concepts became the target of the same research study: user 
acceptance testing, system use, and systems quality. Although these concepts are related in the context of 
information technology, it is conceivable that different types of data will need to be collected and different 
theories could result from studies focusing on any one particular concept. Indeed, follow up research 
began exploring other cognate concepts such as usage (Taylor and Todd 1995), adoption (Karahanna et al. 
1999), and continuance (Bhattacherjee 2001), all of which were the result of following up on TAM. 
Additionally, when these concepts take the form of intentions instead of actual use, adoption, or 
continuance, they connote different notions and threaten to confound results. 
The relationship between theory, concepts, and the empirical data required of these studies make for a 
complicated and not necessarily parsimonious mix of theoretical claims. For example, adoption-based 
research relies on Rogers' (1983) diffusion of innovations theory (DIT), whereas TAM is based on 
Fishbein and Ajzen's (1977) theory of reasoned action (TRA). These theories describe two different 
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theoretical models. DIT comes from the communication field and describes adoption as the flow of 
information. Thus, flow-related analogies, such as channels that carry the information flows, time taken 
for the rate of adoption, and the social system that is engaging the flow, provide a specific set of concepts 
and constructs for research. TRA is a theory of behavior predicated on the individual’s behavioral 
intention, which in turn is affected by the individual’s attitude. Because DIT includes a time element, it is 
able to describe the logistic curve of the adoption of innovations, which is not possible when using TRA. 
Conversely, TRA’s focus on attitude is only tangentially addressed by DIT. Such nuances are rarely 
incorporated into IS research that applies these two theories. 
A focus on the concepts uncovers the restrictive nature of the decades of IS research in applying, 
extending, and validating TAM (Lee et al. 2003). Despite thousands of hours of research and hundreds of 
pages in the most prestigious IS journals, the apparent productivity of TAM-related research has only 
covered a narrow set of cognate concepts surrounding acceptance, use, adoption, and continuance. When 
compared with the numerous information- and system-related issues that businesses, society, and the 
world faces, such as security and privacy, health and economic development, global terrorism, illiteracy, 
sustainability, energy consumption and distribution—all of which opens doors to studying a broader 
variety of concepts—one can sense of the limitations of such efforts. This lack of focus on concepts in the 
history of IS research supports the negative view that TAM research may have distracted IS researchers 
from other areas of study that could have progressed the field further and contributed more to society 
than its current approach (Benbasat and Barki 2007; Niederman et al. 2012). 
What are Propositions? 
Foucault (1972) defines propositions as forms of statements within a field of study that logically describe 
one or more referents. A statement is the result of the enunciating function specific to a discipline and is 
not the same as a sentence or a proposition. The table of elements in Chemistry contains no sentences, but 
contains numerous statements about chemical elements. The nature of the elements can be described in 
propositions such as "No other element besides gold has the atomic number 79" and "It is true that gold 
has 79 protons in its atom." These sentences describe concepts that are meaningful following the rules set 
down by the discipline of Chemistry. They contain the same logical proposition, but are two different 
sentences grammatically and modally. The sentence “The streets of London are paved with gold” does not 
qualify as a proposition because it has no physical referent in reality, but is meaningful as a statement in 
literature and poetry. Propositions are therefore specific subsets of statements in a discipline that describe 
or link its concepts and because there are a variety of concepts, the possible combinations allow for 
numerous propositions. Since theories are closed systems of propositions, the manner by which these 
propositions are logically constituted determines the kind of theory being constructed. With at least four 
different kinds of concepts described earlier, researchers can construct many types of propositions, 
depending on the kinds of concepts they contain. Fawcett (1998) describes at least 10 different kinds of 
non-relational and relational propositions that could be constructed using concepts. Nonrelational 
propositions can either be existential or definitional propositions, which support the construction of 
descriptive theories. Existential propositions exert the existence or level of existence of a concept. 
Relational propositions express associations, connections, patterns of covariance, or a correlation 
between two or more concepts. These relational propositions could vary depending on whether the 
proposition claims an existence of a relation between two concepts, suggests a positive or negative 
relation, or asserts a certain shape or pattern of relations between several concepts. Thus, in IS the 
construct of self-efficacy (Bandura 1982), which is borrowed from psychology, is adapted to make the 
following proposition that claims: (1) the more encouragement a person gets, the more the person's 
reference group uses the technology, and the more support is provided, the higher is that person's 
computer self-efficacy. 
A classic example of propositions that are highly cited in IS explain why people resist technological 
implementations. Markus (1983) categorizes these propositions into three theoretical perspectives: 
factors internal to the group or the people cause them to resist, factors inherent in the application or the 
system cause people to resists, or the interaction between the characteristics related to the people and the 
characteristics related to the system cause people to resist. The propositions then could take the form of 
“people with analytic cognitive styles accept systems, while intuitive thinkers resist them” (p. 431), or 
“systems that are ergonomically deficient increases resistance” or “organizations that are decentralized 
will resist systems that increase centralization.” Each of these propositions contains concepts that are 
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arguably IS-specific (“acceptance”, “cognitive style,” “resistance,” “centralization,” “decentralization”), 
linked in a meaningful logical way, and they are in turn supported by their own traditions of research in 
IS. 
Since concepts can take numerous forms, numerous types of propositions can be constructed using 
different concepts. The level of abstraction of the concepts determines the level of abstraction of the 
propositions they constitute. In the earlier example of self-efficacy, survey instruments indirectly observe 
the encouragement a person receives, the reference group’s use of technology, and the amount of support. 
Self-efficacy itself is a construct that these observables seek to measure. In this way, relational 
propositions combine observables with constructs to make a claim concerning an individual judgment of 
one's capability to use a computer. In formal theory construction (Gibbs 1972), if all the concepts in the 
proposition were highly abstract, taking the shape of either constructs or theoretical terms, such a 
proposition would be called an axiom because there is no possibility that its claim can be tested. 
Informally, axioms are self-evident (or widely accepted) propositions that do not require proof. Axiomatic 
expressions are replete in IS theory development but rarely noted. Although formalized axioms are not 
common in IS literature, an example can be seen in Briggs et al. (2008). Either way, the level of 
abstraction of the concepts in the proposition determines whether a proposition can become an axiom. In 
the case of self-efficacy, because its relational propositions do contain observables, they can be tested; 
thus, they are formally called postulates (Gibbs 1972). The existence of some empirical basis in 
propositions forms the check and balance in science that protects them from any foolish subjectivity 
wishing to claim its own private perspectives (Kaplan 1964). Formalized propositions are not used widely 
in IS theory development, but they are increasingly being leveraged as “pure theory” articles are being 
produced. Examples of testable formalized, falsifiable propositions in the IS literature include relational 
propositions in Yield Shift Theory by Briggs et al. (2008), Media Synchronicity Theory by Dennis et al. 
(2008), and the Selective Organizational Rule Violations Model (SORVM) (Wall et al. 2015). 
Regardless of the nature of the propositions, researchers use them to construct theories that have the 
same goals, depending on the research objective. However, each research approach accepts specific kinds 
of propositions and epistemology points to the type of empirical basis that the research rests on. What is 
often debated and argued is the interpretation and meaning of any empirical finding. This is where 
research goals and research methods often conflict. Hence logical positivists only accept propositions as 
meaningful when they can be verified. Faith-based and metaphysical propositions are therefore rejected 
as unscientific since they cannot be empirically verified. However, quantum physics showed that such 
absolute and direct observations of simple scientific concepts are impossible. These developments 
changed how science viewed propositions. Post-positivists like Popper found solutions in falsifiable 
propositions. Other post-positivists like Kuhn saw discontinuity in the incremental growth of science 
pointing out that no propositions are constructed without a prior theory or set of beliefs. Kuhn's findings 
highlight the close connection between propositions and theory leading to the conclusion that science 
grows only when bold propositions challenge existing theory and beliefs.  
On the other side of the spectrum are propositions that view the object of study ontologically as different 
from that of the natural sciences. These interpretivist propositions do not seek general laws but instead 
seek individual phenomena, and unique cultural and historical development—in other words to 
understand (verstehen) rather than to explain. To undertake such research, hermeneutical, 
phenomenological, and symbolic interactionist propositions are constructed. Sometimes theorists call this 
genre of propositions constructionist (Crotty 1998) in the sense that the propositions seek to construct 
meaning from social actions and symbols. There are many other types of propositions that can be built 
including those following the critical school of thought, the pragmatic school, and the post-modernist 
school. Regardless of their emphasis on explaining and predicting or on interpreting and understanding, 
they all agree that the more empirically validated propositions are, the better the resulting theories 
organize, understand, explain, or predict. For example, qualitative research can answer the why questions 
by investigating and building relational propositions based on the empirical what and how (Charmaz 
2014) of social and technical phenomena. Markus’ (1983) classic on power, politics and implementation is 
an excellent example of theory building using interpretivist case research, and the IS field is itself building 
a strong, emerging tradition of theorizing using interpretivist case research (Walsham 1995; Walsham 
2006). Occasionally, this approach yields formalized propositions (Davison et al. 2013; Macredie and 
Mijinyawa 2011).  More often, this approach yields rich conceptualizations and general relational findings 
that can serve as foundation for further theory building and empirical testing (e.g., Sarker et al. (Flynn 
 Seeking Middle-Range Theories 
  
 Thirty Sixth International Conference on Information Systems, Fort Worth 2015 6 
and Du 2012; 2009)). In building theory, the goal is to get propositions to the point where their claims can 
be fully tested empirically, therefore completing the link between the theory and its empirical content. In 
summary, the more abstract the concepts and subsequent propositions, the less conducive the theory is to 
testing. 
Essentially there are two kinds of languages used in theory construction: theoretical and empirical. 
Theoretical language consists of concepts, constructs, and theoretical formulas that researchers may 
invent to describe, explain, or predict phenomena. Empirical language consists of observables such as 
groups, countries, age groups, occupation, and data that are collected or calculated based on theory. To 
test theories, both languages need to be connected and such is the role of a special kind of proposition that 
Gibbs (1972) calls the epistemic statement. When epistemic statements make assertions about data, they 
are called hypotheses. That is, hypotheses are formally derived propositions based on a theory that are 
being tested to be true or false. These are also called statistical hypotheses, defined as assumptions 
"concerning the frequency functions of observable random variables" (Kaplan 1964, p. 244). This formal 
version of the hypothesis should not be confused with what is commonly referred to as the working 
hypothesis, which is a hunch or a theoretical assertion about what is happening. Statistical hypotheses 
and working hypotheses are used in both positivist and interpretive research, but often in different roles. 
Although many scholars claim that interpretive or qualitative research is best suited to develop 
hypotheses whereas positivist and quantitative research seek to test hypotheses (Creswell 2003; 
Eisenhardt 1989), such characterizations are simplifications of the nature of research. Flyvbjerg (2006) 
argues that interpretive case study research is equally amenable to hypotheses testing as positivist case 
study research. Grounded theorists (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1990) describe the 
process of building theory as a dialectic between induction and deduction, with hypotheses testing 
forming the deductive process. To demonstrate that both positivist and interpretive research share the 
same formal-logic argument, Lee and Hubona (2009) derive the mathematical logic behind the testing 
procedure. Because qualitative research is also amenable to hypotheses testing, its strength in clarifying 
and sharpening concepts and relations makes it better suited for both generating and testing hypotheses 
(Silverman 2006). 
What are Middle-Range Theories? 
Given our elaboration of the constituents of theory, we can define middle-range theories as logically 
interconnected sets of propositions that lie between concrete hypotheses and all-inclusive systematic 
efforts to explain all observed phenomena. The latter is commonly referred to as grand theories. Middle-
range theories are intermediate to these grand theories, which are too abstract and remote to account for 
what is observed, and operate above the detailed orderly descriptions of data that are not generalized at 
all (Merton 1968). In other words, middle-range theories are abstract enough to allow for generalizations, 
but close enough to observed data in order to be incorporated into propositions that can be empirically 
validated. Merton (1968) argues that middle-range theories have always been the principle material of 
science since the time of Plato, Aristotle, and Francis Bacon. Quoting Plato, Bacon (Montagu 1852) writes, 
"And Plato in his Theaetetus, notest well: 'That particulars are infinite, and the higher generalities give no 
sufficient direction;' and that the pith of all sciences, which maketh the artsman differ from the inexpert, 
is in the middle propositions, which in every particular knowledge are taken from tradition and 
experience." In Novum Organum, Bacon is even more descriptive of the "middle axioms" in science: 
For the lowest axioms differ but slightly from bare experience, while the highest and most 
general (which we now have) are notional and abstract and without solidity. But the 
middle are the true and solid and living axioms, on which depend the affairs and fortunes 
of men. 
Merton (1968) cites other theorists and scholars who support the notion of theories of the middle range 
including philosopher and political economist John Stuart Mill, linguist and political scientist George 
Cornewall Lewis, sociologist Karl Manheim, mathematician/philosopher Bertrand Russell, and 
anthropologist Arthur K. Davis. The next section further describes theories of the middle range by 
explaining grand theories and showing how the two differ. 
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Grand Theories 
Grand theories are all embracing, unified theories in which observation about every aspect of the 
phenomena find their preordained place. Because of society's popular opinion of science, scientists are 
under pressure to discover general theories or total systems theories—grand theories—that could explain 
and meet every possible demand. The medical field underwent such an experience only to be disappointed 
when it realized how inadequate medical knowledge was at the time (Merton 1968). Drawing from a brief 
mention in Bacharach (1989), Gregor (2006, p. 616) defines grand theories as theories "with sweeping 
generalizations that are relatively unbounded in space and time." They are akin to all-encompassing 
philosophical systems attributed to Aristotle, Kant, Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel. Each of these systems 
sought to provide a definitive view of the world. Kant had claimed that Aristotle's system would leave no 
room for any further advances (Kaplan 1964), but in his Critiques, Kant himself offered a philosophical 
system that provided an all-encompassing explanation for the human experience. The more known 
researched items can be placed into a theoretical system, the grander it becomes. When Koontz (1964) 
called for a unified theory of management, he was asking for a "systematic conceptual framework upon 
which the major ideas and findings of management can be arranged" (p. 18). He was concerned about the 
different schools of management creating a jungle of theory (Koontz 1961) that had become unwieldy and 
often contradictory, much to the frustration of both researchers and practitioners. He was asking for what 
Merton (1968, p. 45) calls an all-embracing total system of management theory that could make sense of 
the different schools of thought. In the natural sciences, such efforts have produced several candidates 
such as the Theory of General Relativity, Quantum Field Theory and more recently String Theory that 
purportedly explained the contradicting findings in previous theories. 
 
Table 1: Differences between Grand and Middle-Range Theories 
Grand Theories Middle-Range Theories 
Unbounded, all encompassing Bounded by subject matter (i.e., heavily 
contextualized) 
Constituted from mostly axioms containing 
constructs and theoretical terms 
Constituted from propositions containing 
observables (or easily tested as such) 
Low on the falsifiability scale and passes 
most tests 
High on the falsifiability scale and may 
easily fail tests 
Differentiated by philosophy itself (i.e., 
rejecting other competing philosophies) 
Differentiated by specialization (i.e. 
accepting of other theories) 
Primarily a means of establishing 
legitimacy 
Legitimacy is evidenced by scope, 
precision, and variety of investigative tools 
May be developed by sheer genius, fully 
formed from the mind of the theorist, and 
may grow as a result of discussion 
Requires great mass of basic observations 
and grows by increasing knowledge and 
experience of its scientists and researchers 
Does not require data, generalization is 
based on the paradox of induction 
Requires data, but is abstract enough to 
provide generalization 
Starts from the outside with a total system 
and imposes on derived theories 
Starts from the inside and possibly builds a 
unified system across different domains 
 
What distinguished the grand theories was their philosophy, which naturally rejected other philosophies; 
in contrast, middle-range theories are the result of in-depth specialization in a specific subject matter. 
Often grand theories provide solutions and a sense of legitimacy for scholars and researchers in struggling 
disciplines that compete against other more mature disciplines that already demonstrate great scope and 
precision in their research. They are often fully formed from the contemplation, experience, and 
speculation of their brightest researchers, without necessarily amassing any data or observations. In most 
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cases because they are constructed from axioms, or are essentially axiomatic, grand theories are 
notoriously difficult to test and are not as falsifiable as Popper (1959) would encourage. Because of its 
level of abstraction, the theory is effectively protected from empirical validation and passes most tests 
carried out on it. Even if they are tested and they attract the attention of other researchers, much 
discussion would ensue, and the theory might even grow as a result of these efforts, but ultimately, there 
is often little evidence of growth in knowledge or maturity in thought. What happens is the theory will 
eventually give way to yet another grand theory or philosophical system that is highly likely to repeat the 
same cycle. In the end, its ground for generalization comes from "a splitting of Concepts and their endless 
rearrangement" (Mills 1959, p. 23). Finally, because the entry point of the research is the total system, it 
naturally imposes itself on any future theory that is derived from it and restricts any form of innovative 
research. These distinguishing features of middle-range theories are summarized in Table 1. 
Parson's (1949) general theory of action is an example of grand theory. Its proponents (Parsons and Shils 
1962, p. 1) write about the need for "the establishment of a general theory in the social sciences . . . by 
unifying discrete observations under general concepts . . . providing generalized hypotheses for the 
systematic reformulation of existing facts and insights. Furthermore, they urge researchers to "fix our 
attention on the points where further work must be done . . . as a point of departure for specialized work 
in the social sciences." Mills (1959), who was among its detractors and the first to coin the term grand 
theory, considers it counterproductive to construct a systematic theory for all possible phenomena and 
relations. This was the same argument that Banville and Landry (1989) correctly made in a seminal piece 
on disciplining MIS where they pointed out that IS researchers were preoccupied with finding a total 
theoretical system to define MIS. Whether or not a single theory is capable of addressing all possible 
phenomena is not the issue here. What Mills renounced was the "logical style of thinking represented by 
grand theory" (p. 33), the mode of theorizing. The first problem with grand theory is its elevated level of 
abstraction—a level of thinking so general that practitioners cannot get down to observation and if that 
cannot be done, the theory itself cannot be tested. The second problem has to do with how the theory is 
constructed. Grand theory is verbose and "drunk on syntax, blind to semantics" (p. 34). What Mills is 
referring to is the tendency to easily adopt concepts and to associate and disassociate them without truly 
understanding the real meaning behind those applied concepts. In the end, research becomes an arid 
game of concepts rather than a genuine effort to systematically define the problem. Mills’ description of 
grand theory is not very far from the kind of research that inundates the management field (Oswick et al., 
2011). The grand theorist is preoccupied with this activity and loses sight of the significance of the 
research and its relationship with practice. This quest for grand theories is a poignant commentary on the 
gap between research and practice in IS. One of the consequences of the preoccupation with grand 
theories is the fixation on methodology. Instead of placing faith in the ingenuity of the researcher, faith is 
placed on the method, and if properly applied, the scientific method is supposed to somehow miraculously 
resolve all research problems. The problem is this fixation on methodology relegates scholarly knowledge 
to a supporting role in research behind the method. As a result, significant events and observations in the 
research are passed over and obscured. 
Middle-Range Theories 
Whereas grand theories are all encompassing, middle-range theories are bounded by their subject matter 
and therefore offer the kind of detail that can only come from an in-depth focus on contextualized 
research. Each middle-range theory is differentiated by specialization not by philosophy; therefore, it is 
accepting of other theories and open to cross-disciplinary and theoretical cross-fertilization with other 
disciplines and middle-range theories. As the constellation of these middle-range theories mature, they 
quickly cover different areas of study, increasing in their scope, precision, and the variety of tools that are 
applied in their investigation. Middle-range theorists are not so absorbed with enhancing the power and 
beauty of their theory that they lose sight of the core concerns. Instead they focus on what Kaplan (1964) 
calls their logic-in-use, not their reconstructed logic, the after-the-fact, explicit formulation and 
idealization of the research process. What is important is neither how elegant the grand theory looks, nor 
the intrinsic values of the reconstructed logic, but its usefulness in illuminating the logic-in-use.  
The concept of the theories of the middle range should not be confused with the range or level of analysis 
of a theory commonly using the terms macro vs. micro or meso. Because theories put known or 
investigated things into a system, we are able to define the inclusiveness or the radius of that system or its 
explanatory shell (Kaplan 1964). Macro or molar level theories have a wider radius compared to micro or 
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molecular level theories. This distinction impacts the range of the laws occurring in the theory as well as 
the things or individual they refer to. Thus, when we talk about macroeconomics, the wider workings of 
the economy and industry, in much more aggregated manner, is distinguished from microeconomics, 
which considers the behavior or impact on individual participants. Similarly, molar versus molecular 
behavior analogizes the level of analysis targeted by that theory on group versus individual behaviors. 
Presumably, the wider the range of the theory’s application, the more generalizability it offers and the 
stronger the theory. However, because the theory may be forced beyond its intended scope, it may lose 
some characteristics such as parsimony and richness (Weick 2007). This level of analysis of theories is not 
to be confused with the quest for grand theories or the building of middle-range theories. 
An area of intersection between micro and macro theories, which are often confused, is the notion of field 
theories. As Kaplan (1964) explains, field theories give preference to the relations among the individuals, 
as opposed to explaining the relations between attributes of those individuals. In this way, a micro theory 
can be a field theory. Previous studies on IS theory also mention meta-theories, which is not the same as 
grand theories. As the name suggests, meta-theories are theories about theories. Metatheorizing became 
popular in sociology in the 1980s as a means of understanding and resolving theory's problems and 
producing better theories (Ritzer 1990). In effect, this essay is an exercise in metatheorizing with the 
following goals: attainment of better understanding of theory; the creation of new theory; and the creation 
of an overarching, theoretical perspective or metatheory. 
Consequently, the theories of the middle range avoid the obscuring, overreaching abstraction of grand 
theories, but at the same time contain abstractions that are close enough to observed data to allow for 
generalizations. These theories are applicable to limited conceptual ranges and then potentially evolve to 
progressively include more general conceptual schemes and other special theories. In this way, the theory 
will not remain mutually inconsistent with other efforts. Examples of this kind of theorizing are plentiful 
in most disciplines. In the social sciences, Durkheim's theory of suicide is a classic example. It is limited to 
a subject matter—the prevalence of suicide between two different societies with different belief systems—
that allows for both empirical observations and generalizations to be made. Its systematicity allowed 
Durkheim to analyze the data at both the micro-individual level as well as at the macro-collective level, 
moving between the two levels effortlessly—a skill that only the best theorists are capable of 
accomplishing. Another famous example of middle-range theory is Weber's (1930) The Protestant Ethic 
and the Spirit of Capitalism. It deals with a phenomenon happening to a particular group in a particular 
historical period but is generalizable to other times and for other societies. It proposes the counter-
intuitive but powerful theory that religious commitment is intimately connected with economic pursuit. 
The benefit of these two middle-range theories is that they were not derived from any grand theory or 
borrowed from any reference discipline. Like many middle-range theories, both of these theories were 
developed from simple observations, metaphors, or models. From the simple idea, observation, or model, 
inferences are made that suggest several hypotheses that can be empirically tested. In the case of 
Durkheim, the model of societal equilibrium that needed to be maintained inspired inferences about 
different groups in society, each with its own collective consciousness, social norms, and associated 
support systems. If these social norms and support systems break down, the societal equilibrium is 
disturbed and produces anomie, a situation that could be empirically tested by observing both individual 
and group behavior (Durkheim 1895). Like Durkheim, who was puzzled by the relatively lower suicide 
rates among Catholic societies versus Protestant societies, Weber was also intrigued by the development 
of capitalism and economic prosperity among Protestants, which led him to study the moral language 
applied to justify the "sacred calling" of mundane professions in that society. In other instances, middle-
range theories are constructed by modifying the rules of discourse of existing theories. Merton's theory of 
role set is an example of a middle-range theory that challenge the rules of discourse of an earlier social 
role theory of Linton, George Herbert Mead, and Jacob Moreno. Instead of subscribing to the social role 
concept in which behaviors are based on people’s single roles in society, the role-set concept suggests that 
people behave based on an array of associated roles, thereby giving rise to distinctive problems, 
hypotheses, and novel inquiries. For example, the individual doctoral student doesn't just have to deal 
with the role of being a student. That student needs to face the expectations of the members of that role 
set, which includes the faculty, the university administration, other doctoral students, undergraduate 
students and a whole array of social mechanisms that are often in conflict with each other. These two ways 
in which theories of the middle range are formulated demonstrate how original concepts and theories are 
invented. 
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A Brief Analysis of Theories Applied in IS 
Now that we have described and provided examples of compelling middle-range theories, we briefly 
review major theories that have been applied in IS in view of our analysis to find out what kind of theories 
IS researchers use and how they have been adapted into the IS field. Using the framework that compares 
grand theories with theories of the middle range, we are able to uncover the mode of theorizing 
undertaken in the formulation of these theories. As an illustration, media richness theory (MRT) (Daft 
and Lengel 1986) combines two related discourses: Galbraith's (1977) information processing model and 
Weick's (1979) sensemaking, both in the effort of reducing uncertainty and equivocality. Galbraith's (1977) 
information processing model focuses on how organizations could be designed based on the simple but 
powerful proposition that the greater the uncertainty of a task, the greater the amount of information that 
needs to be processed for the execution of that task. Based on this proposition and numerous data 
collected from prior research (Lawrence and Lorsch 1967; March and Simon 1958; Simon 1957; Simon 
1955), Galbraith constructs several propositions on how an organization could be designed to cope with 
that uncertainty. The bounded nature of the theory, the choice to specialize in how uncertainty impacts 
organizational forms, and its source of inspiration in a simple model and set of observables makes it a 
middle-range theory. Interestingly, Weick approaches the notion of organizational design (which he calls 
"organizing") from the perspective of social psychology, not information processing, but nevertheless 
draws from the similar sources such as Herbert Simon. Weick seeks to understand the process of 
organizing, and using numerous studies, focuses on several common misconceptions surrounding how 
organizations emerge. One of his propositions suggests that organizing had to do with removing 
equivocality from the informational environment, "toward the establishment of a workable level of 
certainty" (p. 40). The bounded nature, grounding the theory in observable individual actions, and its 
specialization in the specific processes of organizing qualifies it as a middle-range theory. How these two 
theories not only engage a single limited subject matter, but also enrich the understanding of that subject 
matter from different perspectives without excluding one another, describes the potential of middle-range 
theories to extend themselves and be consonant with grand theories. 
By adapting and inferring from these two discourses, MRT qualifies as a theory of the middle range within 
the domain of decision support systems (DSS). MRT builds the existential proposition of "richness" of the 
electronic medium and suggests that the more equivocal the communication, the richer the media needs 
to be. Although more recent studies (Vickery et al. 2004) find support for this theory, many other studies 
(Burke and Chidambaram 1999; Dennis and Kinney 1998; Ngwenyama and Lee 1997) did not—showing 
how high it is on the falsifiability scale. But this is not the point. The point is that this middle-range theory 
helped increase knowledge within the domain of computer-mediated communications and decision 
making in complex situations using novel theorizing (e.g., critical social theory in Ngwenyama and Lee 
(1997), instead of an endless rearrangement of variables. It also triggered the construction of several new 
theories such as a theory on the effects information technology has on organizational decision making 
(Huber 1990) and media synchronicity theory (Dennis et al. 2008) and helped refine Weick's (1995a) 
theory of sensemaking in organizations. 
The most cited, discussed, and extended IS theory is Davis' (1989; 1989) TAM. TAM is derived from the 
TRA, which is designed to "organize and integrate research in the attitude area" (Fishbein and Ajzen 1977, 
p. 13). Although TRA was developed as a result of many decades of conflicting research on attitude, "in 
contrast to most contemporary theory and research in the attitudes area" (Fishbein and Ajzen 1977, p. 
510), the authors claim to provide a better alternative that can incorporate and integrate all other theories, 
and they seek to explain human behavior in a general sense. Consequently, it is closer to being a grand 
theory. TAM adapted the same structure with some modifications, in particular, taking out subjective 
norms and specifying two constructs that determined attitude: perceived usefulness and perceived ease-
of-use. Restricting TAM to these constructs points to the first problem with deriving from grand 
theories—researchers are forced to select from a large constellation of possible constructs and concepts 
that would work best for their chosen subject matter, increasing the risk of reductionism and loss of 
adequacy and utility without necessarily increasing the empirical validity of the theory. Each of the three 
constructs of TRA leading to behavior (beliefs, attitudes, and intentions) is not only highly abstract but 
also has a bewildering number of ways in which it is formed. For example, Fishbein and Ajzen (1977) 
describes at least three major kinds of beliefs: descriptive beliefs, inferential beliefs, and informational 
beliefs—each with its own particular processes. Anyone wishing to extract a usable theory will need to 
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discard or disregard a number of candidate concepts that could potentially be useful for theorizing. In 
part, based on previous research in IS, two were selected. The issue is, were those two chosen constructs 
adequate and representative enough as not to violate the original Fishbein and Ajzen  model? Based on 
numerous follow-up studies that restored many constructs to TAM (Venkatesh 1999; Venkatesh 2000; 
Venkatesh and Morris 2000; Venkatesh et al. 2003), it is likely a certain level of reductionism had taken 
place. 
The Delone and McLean (1992) model of IS success demonstrates many years of effort by IS researchers 
to define a core concern of the field—its dependent variable (Keen 1980). It is modeled after a process 
view (Steers 1976) that considers three major components instead of separate independent criteria for the 
highly abstract concept of organizational effectiveness. Based on content analysis of more than 180 IS 
studies and the authors' evaluation of the most parsimonious model, DeLone and McLean settled on six 
major components of effectiveness, which interdependently represent IS success. It can be argued, 
therefore, that numerous observations helped develop the model. Because of its highly abstract nature, it 
is extremely difficult to agree on a single measure of IS success; hence, the "IS Success Model" proposes 
that success is possible through the interaction of system quality, information quality, use, user 
satisfaction, individual impact, and organizational impact. Arguably, the model is bounded by the subject 
matter of system effectiveness. The authors claim that the model "must incorporate and organize all of the 
previous research in the field" (Delone and McLean 1992, p. 87), which suggests they are building an all-
encompassing theory. Surprisingly, despite its high profile, very few studies have directly and 
independently tested this model (Iivari 2005; Rai et al. 2002; Seddon et al. 1994) raising doubts about its 
extent of falsifiability. Nevertheless its propositions do contain observables. On the one hand, it partially 
qualifies as a middle-range theory, while on the other hand, it suggests an attempt to become a general 
theory. Thus, we place it between being a grand theory and a middle-range theory. 
A similar argument can be made for two other common IS theories: structuration theory and task 
technology fit. Both push into such a high level of abstraction that they are difficult to falsify or to use as a 
foundation for building cumulative research. Research leveraging these theories has thus yielded a 
bewildering array of constructs. Hence, we conclude these are theories that lean toward grand theory. 
Given these commonly used theories in IS, we conclude that too much IS theoretical work is based on 
grand theory or an awkward point between middle-range and grand theory. The state of theorizing in IS is 
similar to how Geels (2007) describes the state of theorizing in science studies (citing Pinder and Moore 
(1980): 
[A]n overemphasis on methodological rigor and hypothesis testing at the expense of 
hypothesis construction. “We have become preoccupied with measurement precision, 
with the creation and internal validation of new instruments” (p. 7). Much work was seen 
as narrowly based, extending existing hypotheses and relying on previously accepted 
assumptions. 
Although, much maligned, MRT is the kind of middle-range theory that IS researchers should be striving 
toward, so that IS research is better contextualized, more focused, and more easily falsified and built 
upon. 
Building Theories of the Middle Range 
The described differences between grand theories and theories of the middle range, as well as the analysis 
of the most popular theories in the IS field, raises several questions: If we wish to follow this path and 
mode of theorizing, how do we go about developing such theories? If these theories are not derived from 
established grand theories or are not borrowed in part or in toto from reference disciplines, then what 
resources do we have that can help guide the process of theorizing middle-range theories? If we are not 
supposed to follow what Oswick et al. (2011) refers to as the "domesticated pattern of theory building," 
simplifying and repackaging the original theory into the borrowing discipline, what processes of 
adaptation or reconstruction should we follow if any? We posit that the process of theorizing for middle-
range theories goes beyond just adapting theories critically and reflexively (Truex et al. 2006). It requires 
an understanding of the theory's originality, how it modifies the rules of discourse in the field, what 
hidden assumptions underlie the theory, what new concepts are being introduced and how they impact 
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the discourse, what laws will be affected or constructed as a result, and the range and scope the theory is 
expected to cover. 
Both Avison and Malaurent (2014) and Grover and Lyytinen (2015) address similar questions. Avison and 
Malaurent list six concerns that could arise as a result of the inappropriate emphasis on theory. Among 
them, they note the tendency to invent patterns from data that might not exist in order to fit existing 
theory, and the dangers of theories obscuring the core concerns of the research. Both studies make the 
point that the vast majority of IS research follows a scripted way of research that borrows and adapts 
theories without significant modification and extension from the reference disciplines. Grover and 
Lyytinen call this scripted approach mid-range theorizing, producing "reference" or mid-range theories 
that not only places IT exogenous to the concerns of the theory, but also relies on a series of proxies of the 
constructs from the borrowed theories resulting in familiar and unexciting research. To progress forward, 
Avison and Malaurent propose a theory light approach while Grover and Lyytinen propose a "push to the 
edges" of research, focusing on the two edges: (1) data-driven, inductive research striving to discover 
empirical regularities, inventing new constructs, and creating surprises from data, without necessarily 
depending on a heavy dose of theory; and (2) blue ocean theorizing without necessarily grounding the 
research in data.  
In using the term "mid-range theorizing," Grover and Lyytinen (2015) are careful to note that this term is 
not the same in content as Merton's "theories of the middle range." We agree with both papers on the 
general assessment of the state of theorizing in IS, and equally eschew the excessive and uncritical 
borrowing taking place; however, we believe that because we are scholars of science—not consultants or 
practitioners—theory remains our focus (Gregor 2014; Lee 2014) and without empirical grounding from 
which research relevance is derived, research will be at risk from solipsism and trivial erudition (Merton 
1968). Thus, any productive and socially relevant research need not dispense with either theory or data, 
and should remain, in terms of level of abstraction, in the middle-range, deriving benefit from both 
elements of research. The following outline summarizes how this form of theorizing is possible without 
the negative connotations described by Avison and Malaurent (2014) and Grover and Lyytinen. To ground 
our argument, we apply our outline to the example Avison and Malaurent used in their illustration of 
research that is theory light, which was Schultze 's (2000) confessional account of knowledge work. We 
chose this example to demonstrate that the study is rich in theorizing despite its apparent lack of 
reference to theories.  
1. Focus on solving a problem or addressing a question within a limited domain instead of logically 
deriving from a single all embracing theory (grand theory) 
Although it is entirely possible for middle range theories to be logically derived from grand theories, doing 
so limits the source of inspiration for such theories and constrains the derived theories to the context, 
logic and model of the grand theory. Instead of being derived from grand theories, the ideas that are 
contained in established and classical theories have always been characteristically simple and limited to a 
specific subject matter: In the natural sciences, Gilbert's theory on magnetism began with the conception 
of the earth as a magnet and concerns only magnetism; Boyle's theory of atmospheric pressure is inspired 
from the simple idea that the atmosphere is a "sea of air" and focuses on air pressure. By doing so the 
logic of the analysis is developed wholly from relevant disciplinary concerns, not of other discipline's 
concerns. Limiting the domain engenders cumulative tradition within the field of study. In the social 
sciences, the theory of reference group began with the idea that the magnitude of loss is not based on 
absolute measures but dependent on comparing their situation with others (Merton 1968). Max Weber's 
theory of bureaucracy began with the simple idea that a bureau or position defines the work and 
authority, rather than the person, the work itself (as in piece-meal work) or the family, as was common in 
feudalistic times (Weber 1946). He believed that it was this structure that allowed civilizations like ancient 
Egypt, the Roman Empire and great leaders like Napoleon to manage their empires and armies. 
In the case of Schultze's (2000) confessional account, the problem is the mystery of knowledge itself and 
how it is produced in the context of people who perform what is called knowledge work. The term itself is 
problematic because if knowledge itself is poorly defined, how can we define anything associated with it 
like knowledge work? At this point of the research, speculation and previous studies about knowledge are 
introduced (e.g., The inadequacy of the data-information-knowledge hierarchy and Nonaka's work on 
knowledge) but no propositions are logically derived from any of them. The notion that knowledge is 
closely related to practice is introduced as a guiding principle in the research. 
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2. Begin with a general idea (or metaphor) and imagery that generates novel questions and hypotheses 
Thus middle range theories began with the simple concept or idea that generates an imagery or metaphor 
of how it might work. Often the concept or idea is inspired from observations or series of empirical 
studies, which grounds the idea in data. Sometimes these ideas are intuitively derived. These ideas raise 
interesting and novel questions that result in counter-intuitive propositions. For example, even before 
Hyman and Singer (1968, p. 147) coined the term reference group in 1949 to define the subjective status 
of "a person's conception of his own position relative to other individuals," Cooley (1967, p. 184) had 
introduced the classic looking-glass metaphor in 1909 to describe how the idea of a reference group 
works. Numerous studies extended the idea (e.g. the theory of non-conformity, anomie and deviance) that 
among others, refined the familiar concept of social mobility (Merton and Rossi 1958; Sorokin 1927). 
Social mobility has been and is currently studied across countless domains, and remains a major 
economic and sociological concern. This example demonstrates how middle range theories not only 
begins with a simple concept linked to a limited number of facts, but also how it suggests further 
observations, hypotheses and how it contributes to the growth of knowledge in a bounded subject matter. 
The simple idea in Schultze's (2000) confessional account is to view knowledge not as what they know but 
as what they do. Based on this simple idea the questions that are raised will surround the worker's routine 
practices especially "socially situated, meaningful and intentional actions that follow certain general 
principles of procedure" (p. 4). Novel questions like "How is information produced in practice?" and 
"How is this informing practice related to knowledge work," are raised and leads to a reexamination of the 
relationship between information and knowledge. Contrary to Avison and Malaurent's (2014) claims 
about the minimal theory applied in this study, many theories, among others, Bourdieu's (1977) practice 
theory, Nonaka's (1994) theory of knowledge, and Machlup's (1980) information flow theory, are drawn 
from to help guide the research. But as stated earlier, Schultze's propositions are not logically derived 
from these theories. 
3. Create intermediate concepts and propositions that operate between general unified theories (grand 
theories) and minor working hypotheses 
The concepts and propositions that are developed as a result of the theorizing process are abstract enough 
to be generalized, but at the same time, they contain observables that are close enough to data and can be 
empirically tested. Studies of the American soldier after the Second World War revealed levels of relative 
deprivation experienced by the soldiers. This concept became part of the theory of reference groups 
allowing the creation of theoretically grounded propositions that could be empirically tested (Merton 
1968). For example, the proposition, "Older or married men exhibited more resentment towards 
induction into the military than younger or unmarried men" (pp. 281-283) contains observables such as 
age, marital status and numbers inducted, and at the same time hinged on the construct of relative 
deprivation—the perception that induction demanded greater sacrifice from older or married men from 
those younger or unmarried. The comparison undertaken by older or married soldiers against those 
younger or unmarried applies the theory of reference groups. 
The results from Schultze's (2000) confessional account produce propositions that could equally be 
characterized as middle range. For example, the propositions that, knowledge workers create information 
by (1) ex-pressing, the "converting [of]… subjective insights into informational objects … self-reflexive 
documenting of events … [but] distancing the writing self from both the experiencing self and the scene," 
and (2) translating defined as, "manipulating and ferrying it across multiple realms until a coherent 
meaning emerges" (p. 27), are both abstract and empirical at the same time. Using these propositions, 
Schultze concludes that information and knowledge can indeed be stored separately from the individual 
or group. Such propositions can be empirically validated using various observables such as individual 
people and groups, and informational objects that are easily recognized. 
4. Develop and refine the concepts and propositions 
The propositions developed in building theories in the middle range are not fixated on any philosophy; 
instead, they focus on the specific subject matter regardless of whether the goal is to generalize 
(nomothetic) or to describe unique instances for purposes of understanding (idiographic). In fact, the 
process assumes that even in describing unique instances, the researcher is already generalizing since 
unique descriptions cannot proceed without the researcher generalizing with respect to the other units in 
the research (Kaplan 1964). Hence, the propositions transcends the oft-repeated distinction between 
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nomothetic and idiographic research. These propositions also cut across the commonly depicted nature of 
science as a smooth progression of findings and discoveries, to the reality of science as a messy, often 
conflicting discontinuities of reported successes and failures, what Merton (1968) calls the distinction 
between the history and systematics of science. Such was the case with the growth of the reference group 
theory. It began with proposals from esteemed researchers like Cooley, but was never impactful until the 
mid-1950s after America experienced two world wars and the suffering of the American soldier, and their 
inability to integrate into society after the wars was theorized as a phenomenon of reference group. The 
study of the phenomenon itself can be described as idiographic research, but could be generalized for all 
soldiers experiencing wars at all times. 
The kinds of concepts and propositions offered by Schultze (2000) are also not fixated on any philosophy, 
instead they focus on the domain of knowledge work. Nevertheless, by refining them, the propositions can 
be generalized across other domains. For example, although the research is limited to the practice of 
computer systems administrators, competitive intelligence analysts, and librarians at specific locations, 
the research contributes to the general concept of informing practice, which describes the process of 
creating information as the result of extracting knowledge and experiences from the person, and 
balancing both objective and subjective elements. This concept implies that information and knowledge is 
in a dialectic, mutually constitutive relationship, a refinement based on an understanding of the practices 
taking place in the study. These refined propositions are obtained by abstracting general conclusions from 
the observations and by comparing the practices of the subjects of the research and the practices of the 
ethnographer.  
5. Evaluate the originality and novelty of the concepts and propositions 
At each stage of the development of the concepts and propositions, the researcher needs to evaluate the 
originality and novelty of the concepts and propositions. Although, the issue of originality requires a 
separate treatise on its own and is outside the scope of this paper, several brief observations might be 
useful to guide the researcher. One way of assessing originality and novelty is to conceive and explore 
alternatives to current ways of thinking. Originality demands understanding, identifying and challenging 
the assumptions underlying the research (Slife and Williams 1995). Understanding the assumptions is 
important not because we want to avoid those assumptions, or avoid using assumptions, but because we 
cannot avoid using them, resulting in research that is unoriginal, sterile and unexciting. Kaplan's (1964) 
remarks about theory summarizes the discussion on originality well: "In particular, a new theory requires 
its own terms and generates its own laws: the old concepts are not merely reorganized but reconstituted, 
the old laws not just corrected but given new meaning" (p. 297). Theories that are derived from grand 
theories tend to be limited to the well-thought out and familiar framework of that theory, giving readers 
the uneasy feeling we are not getting to the heart of the matter. Instead, original theory excites and 
inspires and often provides counter intuitive or novel discoveries (Grover and Lyytinen 2015; Lee et al. 
2014). 
The theory of reference groups challenges several existing assumptions. First, the long-established 
concept of group determined behavior, which views perception from the standpoint of the group the 
individual is a member of, is challenged. Reference group theory introduces a different view, which 
suggests that individuals orient themselves to groups other than their own in determining perception and 
behavior. This novel view changes the rules and introduces other novel issues of membership and non-
membership group orientations that had not been previously discussed. Schultze (2000) also proposes 
several counter-intuitive claims. Among others, the traditional view of knowledge as stock of substances 
that are accumulated once created, is challenged. And the traditional data-information-knowledge 
hierarchy is also challenged, replaced with the novel idea that information is not only derived from 
knowledge, it is situational and is transformed in the routine practice of knowledge workers. These 
observations lead the researcher down several interesting research options. 
6. Don't wait to make bold propositions or suggest tentative theories that are ready to be tested. 
Theories of the middle range grow organically with empirical data and avoid prematurely creating unified 
theoretical systems before accumulation of basic observations. Physicists did not wait for the theory of 
everything before proceeding with their own different theories of limited range. This approach does not 
mean that the many specific theories of the middle range cannot eventually be integrated into more 
general conceptual schemes capable of understanding and predicting a broader scope of phenomena. 
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What it does engender is the continuous process of testing available theories of the middle range, 
generating numerous original concepts that the discipline can claim to be their own, and producing novel 
insights within the discipline that build a coherent body of knowledge. 
The theory of reference groups suggests that, "under specified conditions, families suffering serious losses 
will feel less deprived than those suffering smaller losses if they are in situations leading them to compare 
themselves to people suffering even more severe losses" (Merton 1968, p. 40). Thus, such a theory can be 
tested empirically by asking people who are in the area of the greatest disasters, who though deprived 
themselves, view their deprivation as less severe. Such a theory can also be applied and tested in public 
communications and media strategies by focusing on the most extreme suffering groups so others may 
compare themselves more favourably. Schultze's (2000) study is primarily a methodological paper 
focused on research methods and best practices for ethnographical research in IS, thus, did not address or 
discuss at length the process of theory building per se. Nevertheless, we can extract at least one theory 
that we can call a theory of the middle range from the study. The study produces a descriptive theory that 
depicts the informing practice in knowledge area as consisting of ex-pressing, monitoring and 
translation. However, despite being very highly cited (the study received 485 citations at the time of the 
writing of this paper), most of the follow-up research citing the paper is focused on methodology rather 
than on testing or extending the theory. One notable study that applies Schultze's theory of informing 
practices is McKinney and Yoos (2010) who theorize their adaptation theory of information based on 
Schultze's  account.  
Many might be tempted to say this lack of theory building research is evidence that theories of the middle 
range is counter-productive. We believe that this evidence points towards the increasingly counter-
productive dependence of IS research on grand theories, and a systemic weakness on the part of IS 
research in building cumulative tradition by extending research of others in a theoretically meaningful 
and substantive manner.  
Conclusion  
This essay challenges and extends existing efforts in advancing theories and theorizing in IS by 
elaborating on a definition of theories and mode of theorizing that have has not been adequately 
researched, both of which have major implications for the progress of the IS field. We also describe two 
central constituents of theory that have not received much attention from the IS field: concepts and 
propositions. Using these descriptions, we distinguish between grand theories, meta-theories, particular 
empirical observation, and conceptual formation, and we propose the IS community consider and engage 
theories of the middle range. We provide evidence for the significance of middle-range theories in the 
history of science and demonstrate the usefulness of this research for IS by analyzing the most widely 
applied theories in IS to show how the common mode of IS theorizing tends to gravitate towards grand 
theories. By proposing several guidelines on how to build middle-range theories, we demonstrate how 
such a mode of theorizing places a premium on the ingenuity and creativity of the researcher rather than 
relying on the research method. Instead of repeating the familiar formulaic, endless rearrangement of 
variables derived from grand theories typically found in the bulk of IS research, we see theorizing in this 
manner holding the future for novel and exciting theories. 
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